CHAPTER   IX

IRAQ, 1923 AND 1924

I SAILEB in the troopship Braemer Castle on the 23rd February
(1923) with a large draft of RAF. officers and men, mostly
destined for Iraq. My wife came on board to see me off and we
lunched with the Captain, who asked her where I was going. She
replied Iraq. "Oh," he said, "the worst of that place is that so
many people die there." However, she was used to that sort of
thing. I was O.C. Troops which, though it entailed certain re-
sponsibilities, certainly had its advantages as regards accommoda-
tion. The voyage was uneventful and I had sufficient leisure to
read something about the country in which I was to spend the
next two years. That is one advantage of a sea voyage over fast
air travel, one can read more serious literature and keep the
thrillers for air travel.

I was vaguely aware that the history of Mesopotamia went
back to 3000 B.C. and I was interested to read that during this
period of ancient civilization, canals had been dug and cities had
been built of brick, most of them, including Ur, situated between
the lower reaches of the two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates.
It seemed that whatever vicissitudes the country had suffered
during some 3,500 years, its conquerors had not destroyed its
commerce and trade. Nebuchadnezzar improved Babylon and
even built an artificial rock garden for the benefit of his Median
Queen. Alexander the Great brought his Afghan Queen to
Babylon in 323 B.C. after his conquests of India, but he died
before his schemes for the further development of the country had
been started.

Apparently the decline dated from the coming of the Mongol
and Turk, when Central Asia continued to throw out new streams
of barbarians who destroyed the comparatively civilized life of
the country past recovery. I read that Hulagu in A.B. 1258 and
Timur in AJX 1393 each in turn literally exterminated a large
part of the population, everything decayed and three-quarters of
the land went back to desert and swamp. Subsequently, Arab
tribes maintained a nomad or semi-nomad existence, a state of
afiaiis which remained under Turkish rule.

After the final and successful Mesopotamian campaign of 1918
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